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T h e c u rre n t philosophical, o r theoretical reflection on  contem porary  art is 
d o m in a ted  by the d iscourse ab o u t the end  o f art and  the end  o f art history. 
O f course, it is by n o  m eans a new developm ent. But the reaction o f today’s 
a r t w orld to th a t m essage is relatively new and  therefo re  o f interest. T he 
firs t a p p e a ra n c e  o f  th is d iscourse  in  the  70s and  80s was still m et with 
rejection , o r a t least with som e kind o f sorrow by the defenders o f traditional 
a r t values. In  o u r tim e these sorrows, nostalgia and  d isappo in tm ents are 
alm ost com pletely  gone. Q uite  on the contrary, the news abou t the en d  o f 
art provokes in die art world a kind of open jubilation. T he artistic community 
seem s to  be fascinated  an d  electrified  by this discourse and  em braces it 
eagerly an d  enthusiastically. At the same tim e every a ttem pt to defend  and 
rescue a r t theoretically  is d oom ed  to be m et by the art com m unity with a 
certa in  displeasure. T h e re  is som ething peculiar abou t this suicidaljoy, that 
needs to be explained .

Actually, if asked ab o u t art, philosophy tells us tim e and  again tha t art 
belongs to the past, th a t a rt is dead, and that we are a t the end  o f art and  o f 
a r t  h isto ry . P la to  a lread y  s ta ted  this in  his d ia lo g u es, as h e  so u g h t to 
dem onstrate  th a t poets d o n ’t know what they say and that only a philosopher 
can speak understan d ab ly  ab o u t tru th . And Hegel repea ted  it once m ore -  
in a very d irec t m an n er -  in his famous »Lectures on Aesthetics:« Art belongs 
to the  past because only philosophy is able to free the true co n ten t o f art 
from  a specific, finite, objectified, artistic form  th a t isolates this true con ten t 
from  the  public, c rea ting  an  aesthetic distance betw een the artwork and its 
rec ip ien t. Philosophy, on  the contrary, erases this distance and makes tru th  
im m ed ia te ly  accessib le  to  th e  rec ip ien t, because p h ilo sophy  p ro ceed s 
th rough  self-negation and  is therefore able to overcome every concrete, finite 
form . As D escartes has already shown, the negation o f all thoughts is also a 
th o u g h t,  th e  a b so lu te  d o u b t  b e in g  a p a rt, a n d  even a fo u n d a tio n , o f  
ph ilosoph ical th ink ing . It m eans tha t philosophy becom es indestructible, 
ab so lu te , in fin ite , so th a t th e  self-reflective m ovem ent o f  ph ilosophical 
th o u g h t m akes every co n c re te  and  finite form  o f tru th  obsolete.

This is why there  is a deep-rooted philosophical tradition of art bashing. 
T h e  lib rary  an d  th e  m useum  are especially p re fe rred  objects o f  in tense
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co n tem p t fo r the m ajority o f ph ilosophically  m in d ed  au th o rs. R ousseau 
adm ires th e  d es tru c tio n  o f  the  fam ous a n c ie n t L ib rary  o f  A lex an d ria , 
G oethe’s Faust is ready to sign a co n trac t with the  devil to escape the  library
-  and  n o t to be obliged to read  all the books accum ulated  inside o f  it, etc. 
But, o f course, there  is also a strong  philosophical trad itio n  o f  d e fen d in g  
a r t against ph ilosophy  w hich cu lm in ates in  N ie tzsch e’s w ritings: T h e re  
Philosophy is accused o f being iconoclastic, ascetic, in to le ran t an d  obsessed 
with the idea of death . Characteristically, in  this trad ition  the  defence  o f  a rt 
functions sim ultaneously as a defence o f the fin ite against the  in fin ite , o r  as 
a defence o f the forms o f this world against th e ir d estruc tion  in the  n am e o f 
the philosophical truth. H ere we can watch the relatively clear fronts betw een 
pro-art and anti-art philosophical options. Pro-art m eans pro-finite, pro-form , 
and  anti-art m eans pro-infinite.

However, this traditional constellation is com pletely ch an g ed  since the  
em ergence o f the historical avant-garde a t the  b eg in n in g  o f this cen tury , 
because avant-garde a rt was concieved from  the b eg in n in g  as an  anti-art, as 
a pro test against art and, actually, as a (at least, sym bolical) d estru c tio n  o f 
art. T he a rt o f  the avant-garde in terna lized  the  ph ilosoph ical c ritiq u e  on  
art: it a ttem p ted  to escape its separateness, to  tran sc en d  its ob jec tified , 
com m odified status, to overcome its alienation, to erase the aesthetic distance 
between the artwork and its spectator. T h at is why now it is no  longer possible 
to defend  contem porary  art using the trad itional theoretical leg itim ation  o f 
a rt u n d ers to o d  as a sum  o f the fin ite, em pirically  ex p e rien ceab le  form s. 
T here is no  use in defend ing  art as art, if a r t becam e itself a struggle against 
art; an anti-art.

This vision o f the new, avant-garde a r t as a d estruc tion  o f  the  o ld  art, is 
expressed powerfully and  paradigm atically in  a sh o rt b u t im p o rtan t tex t o f  
Kasimir Malevich en titled  ‘O n the M useum ’ (from  1919). At th a t tim e the 
new  Soviet g o v e rn m en t fea red  th a t  th e  o ld  R ussian  m u seu m s a n d  a r t  
collections could be destroyed through  the civil war and  th rough  the general 
collapse o f the state institutions and  econom y, so the  Party tried  to secure 
and  save these collections. In his p ap e r M alevich expresses a p ro test against 
this pro-m useum  policy o f Soviet power and  calls on  the state n o t to intervene 
on  behalf o f the old art collections because th e ir destruction  opens the path  
to new art. In particular, Malevich writes:

»Life knows w hat it is doing, an d  if it is striving to  destroy, o n e  m ust 
no t interfere since by h indering we are blocking the path  to a new conception 
o f life tha t is bo rn  within us. In b u rn in g  a corpse we ob ta in  o n e  g ram  o f 
powder: accordingly thousands o f graveyards cou ld  be accom m odated  on  
a single chem ist’s shelf. We can make a concession to conservatives by offering
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th a t  they  b u rn  all p as t ep o ch s, since they are dead , an d  set up  a single 
pharm acy.« F u rth e rm o re , M alevich gives a concrete  exam ple o f w hat he 
m eans: »T he aim  (o f  this p harm acy) will b e  the sam e, even if  p eo p le  
exam ine the pow der from  Rubens and  all his art -  a mass o f ideas will arise 
in peop le, an d  will be often m ore alive than  actual representa tion  (and take 
u p  less ro o m ).« ’

T h e act o f  b u rn in g  art becom es art. And the ashes o f the b u rn t artworks 
are p roc la im ed  to be aesthetically m ore in teresting th an  the b u rn t artworks 
them selves. B ut if th e  destruc tion  o f a rt is art — and even be tte r art -  then  
a rt as such becom es indestructib le  and  infinite. The fam ous »Black Square« 
o f M alevich, u n d ers to o d  as the  trace o f a destroyed, b u rn t artwork, has the 
sam e fu n c tio n  as the  C artesian  radical d o u b t in philosophy. A rt becom es 
abso lu te  because it includes its negation  in itself. Such an infinite art needs 
no  p ro tection , no  theoretical defence and  no institutional security any m ore. 
(B akunin: d estru c tio n  is creation .)

O f course, we know that the struggle of the historical avant-garde against 
art and  against a rt institutions was no t quite successful. T he art system seemed 
to be stable en o u g h  to be able to recuperate  every kind o f anti-art. For many 
this insigh t m ean t a d eep  d isappo in tm en t and  a kind o f in n er resignation. 
T his exp lains why the  con tem porary , post-avant-garde, in te rn a tio n a l a rt 
com m unity  reac ted  to the proclam ations o f the end  o f a rt with re lief and 
joy. T he dream  o f the avant-garde now seems to be realized after all -  w ithout 
an d  beyond  any fu r th e r individual struggle to make this d ream  com e true. 
A nd he lp  cam e again from  philosophy as a cridque of the notion o f creativity.

T o q u o te  som e exam ples: A rthur D anto proclaim s the en d  o f art in a 
tru e  H egelian  m an n er. H e argues th a t today’s a rt m ade its own definition 
its m ain  subject, and , th ere fo re , a rt a tta ined  the degree o f self-reflection 
w hich used  to be  th e  priv ilege o f ph ilosophy alone, so tha t the  fu rth e r, 
h is to ric a l, crea tive  d e v e lo p m e n t o f a r t  b ecom es im possib le . T h e  only 
possibility w hich is left to us, is to use o r consum e the vocabulary o f existing 
a r t form s. T h erefo re , the  artist loses his o r her privileged position vis-à-vis 
the a r t spectator. T h e  artist stops being a creator and becom es m erely a user 
o f art.

T h e  a r t  th e o re tic ia n s  in flu en c ed  by th e  F ren ch  po st-s tru c tu ra lis t 
d iscourse  also p u t in  q u estio n  the whole co n cep t o f  artistic au th o rsh ip , 
p ro d u c tio n  an d  c o n tro l -  o f  course, in a very d iffe ren t m anner. In this 
perspective , the  a r t system, the  language o f a rt and  the  language o f a rt 
descrip tion  deco n stru c t themselves: there is no  possibility to differentiate in

1 Kasimir Malevich, ‘On the Museum’, in: Kasimir Malevich, Essays on Art, NewYork 1971, 
pp. 68-72.
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a clear-cut m an n er between the productive an d  the  reproductive , betw een 
the creative and the repetitive. So th e re  is also no  need , an d  no  possibility, 
any m ore o f an  individual, heroic, avant-gardisdc gesture o f  revolt against 
art. T he contem porary  artist, in a way, ju s t  consum es an d  follows this self
destructive logic o f  the a r t system, u sing  rep ro d u c tiv e  a r t  tech n iq u es  to 
dem onstrate  the am bivalence o f the  n o tio n  o f  creativity. T h e  theo re tica l 
foundation  o f the closed, exclusive a rt system seem s to be destroyed by this 
deconstructive argum entation . A rt seem s to be  free a t last -  in fin ite , o p en , 
om nipresent, always at our disposal and  n o t im prisoned  any m ore inside 
the confined space of a m useum . T he d ifference betw een th e  artist an d  the 
spectator, o r between the insider and  the ou tsider o f the  a r t system becom es 
irre lev an t: b o th  a re  m ere  u se r a n d  r e p ro d u c e r  o f  th e  a lre ad y  k now n  
possibilities o f  m aking art. Everybody is an  artist.

But, o f  course, a t the  sam e tim e we a re  w a tch in g  th e  a c c e le ra te d  
developm ent of the globalized, professionalized a r t system all a ro u n d  the 
world. A nd we are also w atching the  acce lera ted  co n stru c tio n  o f new  a rt 
m u seu m s, p r im a rily  o f  m u seu m s fo r  c o n te m p o ra ry  a r t.  T h e  in n e r  
contrad iction  between these two parallel developm ents is too  obvious — and  
the suspicion of hypocrisy and  cynical m an ipu la tion  arises. (T he polem ics 
ag a in s t c o n te m p o ra ry  a r t, w h ich  B a u d r i l la rd  p ra c tic e s  now , is very  
characteristic in this respect.) A nd it is precisely this co n trad ic tio n  th a t I 
would like to discuss now.

Indeed , I would argue tha t the discourse ab o u t the p re su m ed  collapse 
o f the a rt system -  the en d  of art, o r the en d  o f a rt history — follows from  a 
set o f too simplistic presuppositions co n cern in g  the re la tio n sh ip  betw een 
the artist a n d  the specta tor, w hich, in  a very trad itio n a l m a n n e r , is still 
in te rp re ted  by this discourse as the opposition  betw een th e  p ro d u c e r and  
the consum er. T he artist is the p roducer o f art, the spectator is the consum er 
o f art. T h e  art system is p roducing  art, the  public ou tside the  a rt system is 
consum ing art. If tha t w ould be the case, the  collapse o f  the m yth o f  artistic 
creativity should  really entail the collapse o f the  a rt system as such. But I 
would suggest th a t today’s artist is n o t a p ro d u ce r b u t an  exem plary , m odel 
consum er o f art. T he contem porary  artist does n o t p ractice the  p roduc tion , 
b u t the ostensive consum ption o f art, and  the a r t system is transfo rm ed  now 
into a place where such ostensive consum ption is dem onstrated . Accordingly, 
the contem porary  art spectator does n o t consum e a rt p ro d u c ts  p ro d u ced  
by the  artis t. In s tead , h e  co n su m es th e  ex em p la ry  a r t  c o n su m p tio n  -  
practicing the consum ption o f second degree.

Actually, the p u re  destruction  o f  a rt th a t Malevich was speaking  ab o u t 
is also a k in d  o f ex trem e co n sum ption  an d , accordingly , it m ust also be
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explicit an d  ostensive if it seeks to be art. Avant-garde a rt has practised a 
k ind  o f p e rm a n e n t po tlatch : T o derive the greatest fam e the artist should 
be  m ost radical in the symbolic destruction  o f art. But M arcel Mauss has 
already shown th a t such a radical potlatch needs a special place and a special 
specta torsh ip  to be effective. T he historical avant-garde has transform ed the 
a rt system — and, principally, the art m useum  -  in to  such a place o f ostensive 
p o tla tch , o f  sym bolic d es tru c tio n  an d  self-destruction  o f art. From  the  
perspective o f the  avant-garde, the m useum  needs old  a rt only insofar as 
the  know ledge o f  o ld  a rt is necessary to dem onstrate  h ere  and now what is 
symbolically sacrificed by avant-garde itself.

T o  be sure, in o u r tim e the m useum  ex tended  its space to accept all 
kinds o f  ostensive consum ption  strategies, n o t only the strategies o f sacrifice 
an d  destruc tion . I will try to describe now this new role o f the m useum , and 
o f  th e  a r t  system  in  g en e ra l, u sing  the  exam ple  o f  p h o to g rap h y  in  its 
re la tionsh ip  to trad itional painting.

In fact, a t the en d  o f the twentieth century, photography finally becam e 
estab lished  n o t ju s t  as a recognized art form  b u t also as a leading one. T he 
la rg e -fo rm a t p h o to g ra p h ic  im age is today  in creasin g ly  re p lac in g  th e  
tra d i t io n a l  p a in tin g  o n  th e  walls o f  galleries, p riv a te  co llec tio n s an d  
m useum s. T h e  m atter-of-factness with which the switch from  pain ting  to 
p h o to g rap h y  has b ee n  recently  carried  o u t is w itnessed prim arily by the 
n o n c h a la n t  way in  w hich co n tem p o ra ry  p h o to g rap h y  is assum ing  the 
trad itional tasks o f  pa in tin g  which pain ting  itself is no  longer able to fulfil. 
T h e  p a in te d  im age has g rad u ally  co llapsed  u n d e r  th e  self-destructive 
strategies an d  rep ea ted  sacrifices by the historical avant-garde. T he change 
o f m ed ia  rescued  the trad ition  o f the pictorial image and  transposed it in to  
the  new  h isto ric  era. P h o tog raphy  today does in fact do  everything th a t 
pain ting  did  in the n in e teen th  century. Photography shows us urban life and 
life in  n a tu re , p e o p le ’s faces an d  th e ir  n ak ed  bod ies, o u r  own living 
env ironm en t, an d  exotic cultures, wealth and  fashion, misery and war. It is 
n e ith e r  afraid  to ap p ea r critical, accusatory, schoolm asterly, no r to seem  
sen tim en tal, decorative, o r aesthetically fascinating. W hen we now discuss 
the w ork o f an  individual pho to g rap h er, we usually tend  to be concerned  
with its co n ten t, with the p h o to g rap h e r’s relationship  to the object shown, 
as was c o m m o n  in  a r t  c r itic ism  b e fo re  th e  rise o f  av an t-g ard e . T h e  
p h o tog raph ic  im age is alm ost com pletely im m unized against the accusation 
o f being  m ere kitsch. T he pho tograph ic image that indulges in everything 
th a t is fo rb id d en  to  the p a in ted  im age evidenty feels no  sham e abou t this, 
an d  does n o t find  itself in a situation o f having to p roduce some additional 
apology. P ho tog raph ic  im ages are effortlessly successful in being accepted
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in to  collections th a t w ould qu ite  defin ite ly  re jec t a co m p arab le  p a in te d  
image. Many of G erhard  R ichter’s pictures dem onstra te  this problem . If  the 
pho tograph ic realism o f the sixties cou ld  still be seen as a strategy to raise 
the status o f photography in m useum s an d  a rt galleries, pa in tin g  today only 
survives w hen it camouflages itself as pho tography .

Tim e and  again, the continuously increasing p resence o f p h o to g rap h y  
and m edia art (video and cinem a installations, interactive art using com puter, 
or In te rn e t, etc.) in m useum s is re g a rd e d  as a sym ptom  o f  the  m useum  
loosing its autonom y, its alternative status vis-à-vis m edia-dom inated  public 
life. Some com m entators saw this crisis qu ite  positively — as a ch an ce  fo r the 
m useum  to becom e m ore open , m ore accessible to the b ro a d e r public, an d  
m ore in teg ra te d  in  the  m ainstream  m ed ia  lan d scap e . B u t m any o th e rs  
d ep lo red  this developm ent: they saw the d an g e r o f the  m useum  loosing its 
in d e p e n d e n c e  an d  its own value a n d  to  b ec o m e  m ere ly  a p a r t  o f  th e  
commercialized en tertainm ent industry as a kind o f Disneyland for the b etter 
educated . But in any case, the reproductive practices o f  p h o to g rap h y  were 
said to provide clear p ro o f  th a t the  trad itio n a l claim s o f  a r t  h isto ry  are  
illusory  b ecau se  th ese  p rac tices  m ake it p a r tic u la r ly  e v id e n t th a t  th e  
p roduction  o f images is by no m eans a m ysterious process req u irin g  a w ork 
o f genius to be accom plished.

This is what Douglas Crim p has claim ed in his well-known essay ‘O n 
th e  M u seu m ’s R u in s’, w ith re fe re n c e  to  W a lte r  B en jam in : » T h ro u g h  
reproductive technology postm odern ist a r t d ispenses with th e  aura. T h e  
fiction o f  the creating subject gives way to the frank  confiscation, q u o ta tion , 
ex ce rp ta tio n , accu m u la tio n  an d  re p e ti tio n  o f  a lread y  ex is tin g  im ages. 
N otions o f originality, authenticity  an d  presence , essential to the  o rd e red  
discourse o f the m useum , are u n d erm in ed .« 2 So, acco rd ing  to C rim p, the 
new  a r t  te c h n iq u e s  d isso lve th e  m u s e u m ’s c o n c e p tu a l  fra m e w o rk s , 
constructed as they are on the fiction o f subjective, individual creativity, b ring  
them  in to  disarray through their re-productive practice, and  ultim ately lead  
to the m useum ’s ruin. And rightly so, it m igh t be  added , for th e  m u seu m ’s 
discourse is purely ideological: it suggests a rep resen ta tio n  o f the historical, 
understood  as a tem poral epiphany o f creative subjectivity, in  a place w here 
in fact there is nothing m ore than an in co h eren tju m b le  o f  artifacts, as Crim p 
asserts with reference to Foucault. T hus C rim p, like m any o th e r  au thors, 
regards any critique o f the  trad itio n al, em p h a tic  co n c ep tio n  o f  a r t  as a 
critique o f  a r t as institu tion, including  the  in stitu tion  o f the m useum , an  
institution which is allegedly p u rp o rted  to legitim ize itself prim arily  o n  the

2 Douglas Crimp, On the Museum’s Ruins, Cambridge, Mass., MIT Press 1993, p. 50f.
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basis o f this purely ideological -  and  at the same time outm oded -  conception 
o f art.

I t is ind ispu tab le  th a t the rhe to ric  o f uniqueness has determ ined  the 
tra d i t io n a l  a r t  h is to r ic a l d isco u rse  fo r a lo n g  tim e. It is n ev erth e less  
q u es tio n ab le  w h e th e r it in fact provides a decisive leg itim ation  for the 
m usealization o f a rt so th a t a critique o f this discourse could  at the same 
tim e fu n c tio n  as a critique o f the m useum  as institution. I would say, on the 
contrary , th a t precisely a t the historical m om ent when the artwork looses its 
im m ediately  recognizable, visual o therness in com parison to a m ere thing 
o r to  a  technically p ro d u ced  m edia image, the m useum  becom es absolutely 
in d ispensab le  fo r o u r  ability to recognize and  apprecia te  art as art. And 
indeed , the afo rem en tioned  accelerated developm ent and  the proliferation 
we have w itnessed in the re cen t decades of m useum s o f all kinds, above all, 
o f  »m useum s o f m o d e rn  art« o r »m useum s o f co n tem p o rary  art«, have 
paralleled precisely the accelerated erasure of the visible differences between 
the artwork and  the p rofane object (Ducham p is, o f course, the best example 
o f th is), o r betw een the  individually p roduced  artwork and  the technically 
p ro d u ced  m edia im age -  an  erasure systematically perpetrated  by the various 
avant-gardes o f  this cen tu ry . T h e  less the artw ork differs visually from  a 
p ro fa n e  o b je c t o r  a tech n ica lly  p ro d u c e d  im age, th e  m o re  necessary  
b ecom es th e  clearly  draw n d istinc tion  betw een the a r t co n tex t an d  the 
p ro fane, everyday, non-m useum  context o f its occurrence. Precisely at the 
p o in t w hen an artw ork looks like a »norm al thing« o r like a m edia im age -  
such an  artw ork requ ires a d iffe ren t contextualization by the m useum .

T h e  self-destructive , an ti-a rt strateg ies o f  the artistic  avant-garde, 
u n d ers to o d  as the  elim ination  o f the visual difference betw een the artwork 
an d  the p ro fan e  th ing  o r the m edia image, therefore lead directly to the 
bu ild ing-up  o f m useum s w hich secure this d ifference institutionally. In o u r 
age, we no  longer have any way o f d ifferentiating  between art and non-art, 
excep t by reference to the  m useum . Far from subverting and  delegidm izing 
the m useum  as institu tion , the critique of the em phatic conception  of art 
th e re fo re  p rovides th e  ac tu a l th eo re tica l fo u n d a tio n  fo r the in stitu tio 
naliza tion  an d  m usealization o f  contem porary  art. For the very reason tha t 
p h o to g ra p h y  a n d  m ed ia  p ro d u c tio n  co n stitu te s  in th e  co n tex t o f o u r 
con tem porary  cu ltu re  a w idespread, im personal and  many-faceted practice, 
o ne  in w hich every individual artistic achievem ent is potentially swallowed 
up, the indispensability  o f the m useum  contex t holds true for photography, 
video a n d  co m p u te r a rt as well.

In  th e  »m useum  o f con tem porary  art« sim ple objects o r technically 
p ro d u ced  m edia im ages are prom ised the longevity and  the recognition they
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do n o t enjoy in life itself. This prom ise is all the  m ore valid an d  cred ib le  
th e  less th ese  o b jec ts  »deserve« e n d u ra n c e ,  th e  less s p e c ta c u la r  a n d  
extraordinary  they are. T he m odern  m useum  proclaim s its new  Evangelium  
in the first place n o t for the exclusive, auratic  w ork o f genius, w hich in  the 
world at large has never had any real trouble finding the recognition  it seeks, 
b u t ra th e r for the insignificant, the trivial, an d  the  everyday, w hich w ould 
otherw ise perish in the reality outside the  m u seu m ’s walls. T h e  m useum  o f  
con tem porary  a rt is, in a way, a co n tin u a tio n  o f  the C hristian  m ission o f 
saving, o f re cu p era tin g  the world, p racticed  u n d e r  the co n d itio n s o f the 
m odern  secularization and  at the sam e tim e ex p an d ed  to m ere  things.

So if an artist says -  as the m ajority o f  m o d ern  artists have said -  tha t 
he  or she wants to break  ou t o f the m useum , to go in to  life itself, to be real 
and  to m ake a truly living a rt and  n o t a d ead  one, it only m eans th a t this 
artist wants his works to be co llec ted , because  the  only  possibility  to be 
collected is to transcend  the m useum , an d  to go in to  life in the  sense o f 
m aking som ething d ifferent from  the already collected. T h e  m useum  is like 
a church  in this respect: initially you have to be sinful to becom e a saint la ter 
on  -  otherw ise you rem ain  ju s t a plain, d ec en t person  w ith n o  chance  o f  
m aking a ca ree r in the archives o f G o d ’s m em ory. T h a t is why w hen you 
want to free yourself from  the m useum , you becom e sub jected  in the m ost 
radical way to the logic o f collecting.

Actually, if the m useum  ever is to disintegrate, then  the very opportun ity  
for art to show the norm al, the everyday, the  trivial as new  an d  d ifferen t, 
and  in this sense as exciting, will be lost, because the h istorical ex p e rien ce  
teaches us that in o rder to assert itself successfully outside the m useum  walls, 
»in life itself,« a rt m ust break  its co n n ectio n  with the banality  o f  everyday 
ex perience and  beg in  to rep ea t th e  classical, m ythological p a tte rn s  an d  
estab lished  a rt form s. T he successful (a n d  deservedly  so) m ass cu ltu ra l 
p roduction  o f o u r time is concerned  with alien attacks, with myths o f  the  
apocalypse and redem ption, with heroes endow ed with superhum an  powers, 
and  so forth. All o f this is certainly fascinating and  instrucdve, b u t a t the sam e 
time it keeps repeating  the rep erto ire  o f  im ages already co llec ted  in the  
archives and  m useum s o f o u r culture. So once in a while, o n e  w ould like to 
be able to see som eth ing  norm al, so m eth in g  ord inary , so m eth in g  banal, 
som ething n o t yet collected as well. In o u r cu lture , this wish can  be gratified  
only in the m useum  of contem porary art. In so-called life, on  the  o th e r hand , 
only the ex traord inary  and  at the sam e tim e repetitive is p re sen ted  to us as 
a possible object o f  o u r adm iration.

So if today the debate abou t w he ther p h o to g rap h y  is a rt o r n o t seem s 
totally red u n d an t, we owe this new situation solely to the  fu r th e r ex tension
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o f the m o d em  art m useum  as an  insdtution. A photograph  m ade with artistic 
in te n t n o  lo n g er needs to differ visibly from  an ordinary  pho tog raph  in 
o rd e r  to be  recogn ized  as art. Today the difference is p roduced  by the act 
o f  p u ttin g  it in to  the m useum  which is sufficient to move the photograph  
in to  th e  d o m ain  o f art. T h e  d ifference betw een artistic and  non-artistic 
p h o to g rap h y  is thus rep laced  by the difference betw een the m useum  and 
non-m useum  context. This accordingly m eans th a t the old question o f how 
a p h o to g rap h  should  look in  o rder to qualify as artistic is no  longer relevant. 
Certainly, th e re  are m any gradations between a m useum  and  everyday space 
th a t are o f crucial im p o rtan ce  for the relationship  betw een collection and 
p h o to g rap h . T he m ore m useum -orien ted  a collection is, the m ore it can 
allow itself to con tain  ordinary-looking photographs with no explicit claim 
to artistic value.

T rad itional p a in tin g  is p roduced  as a result of the p a in te r’s physical 
efforts. A nd every individual painting  bears the traces o f this physical labour. 
From  this th e re  arises the  im pression of an intim ate link between creator 
a n d  work: the  ind iv idua l p ic to ria l im age displays m ateria l and  physical 
fea tu res  th a t a re  reco g n izab le  as a d irec t ex tension  o f the body, as the 
irred u cib le  »hand« o f the pain ter, o r a t least can be taken as recognizable 
accord ing  to the ethos o f the  painting. In this sense one is justified in saying
— and  this has in d eed  b een  said often  enough  -  that particularly in the era  
o f  in d u stria l p ro d u c tio n , w hich erases the individuality o f the industrial 
w orker in the finished p ro d u c t and thus alienates his work, only art is capable 
o f overcom ing this alienation and of allowing the individuality of its producer 
to ob tain  recognition. From  this we gain the im pression tha t the artist holds 
a priv ileged position  in society as som eone who, exceptionally, perform s 
work from  which h e  is n o t alienated.

T h e  critique o f the  n o tio n  o f creativity and  o f the creation o f a special 
a u ra  a ro u n d  a r t  th e re fo re  also has a ce rta in  po litical co m p o n en t. This 
c ritique co rresponds to the desire to d e th ro n e  the artist and  set him  on an 
equal fo o tin g  with o th e r  m o d ern  producers. T he dem ands m ade by the 
h istorical avant-garde th a t pain ting  should reveal its techn ique and  give up  
any claim  to b e in g  a work o f genius initially had this very goal o f  achieving 
parity betw een the artist and  the industrial worker. A m ong the Soviet avant- 
g ard e  o f the twenties, this dem and  resulted  in artists showing also d irect 
political solidarity with the working class. Accordingly, pain ting  production  
in the tw entieth  cen tu ry  (from  Malevich and  M ondrian th rough  Albers and 
Sol LeW itt to B uren) becam e so formalized, m echanized and depersonalized 
th a t all traces o f the  p a in te r’s physical p resence in  the pain ted  work were 
effaced an d  the resu lt began  to resem ble an industrial product. In this sense
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geom etrical abstraction can be in te rp re ted  as a transitional stage betw een 
traditional pain ting  and  photography, as it is also confirm ed  by the personal 
biographies o f artists such as R odchenko  o r Albers.

T he question m ust now be asked w hether o b lite ra tin g  the traces in  the 
work of the p a in te r’s physical presence, o f  his o r h e r  individual lab o u r did  
in fact give the artist parity with the w orker. In  o th e r w ords, was it possible 
to realize the dem ocratic egalitarian dream  o f the m od ern  era  by do ing  away 
with the traditional concepts o f artistic creativity and  o f the artist-genius? A nd 
was it possible to transcend in this way the institutionalized aesthetic d istance 
between artist and spectator? O n the contrary, the exam ple o f pho to g rap h y  
shows tha t the removal from  art o f every re feren ce  to physical lab o u r th a t 
has taken place in the twentieth century has radically distanced the artist from  
industrial work and  has m oved art n ea r to m anagem en t, p lann ing , a n d  -  
ultim ately -  the consum er. D irect physical work on the p icture , w hich in the 
past linked the pain ter to the industrial w orker, has largely b een  e lim inated  
by photography and replaced by a series o f conscious, strategic, contro llab le  
decisions abou t how a work o f a rt should  look. T he artist as p h o to g ra p h e r  
discloses and  formalizes his techniques an d  em ploys them  strategically so 
that he m akes their repetition  possible from  the  outset. T h e  mystery o f  the 
u n iq u e  a r tis t’s body no  lon g er h in d e rs  the  m eth o d o lo g ica l o r techn ica l 
repetition  o f his strategies. T he artist’s eye is d isem bodied : a p u re  gaze, it 
no  longer works b u t only decides, selects an d  com bines. If  the  sim ilarity 
betw een pho tography and  psychoanalysis, on  w hich B enjam in once spoke, 
is valid, th en  surely first o f  all in this resp ect it is m uch  easier to identify  
oneself with the psychoanalytically disem bodied O edipus than  with the G reek 
king O edipus. In  con tem porary  p h o to g rap h y , the  h isto ry  o f  p a in tin g  is 
repeated  photographically  in a com parable m an n e r -  n o  lo n g er as a history 
of gifted bodies bu t as a history o f in tellectual a ttitudes an d  strategies o f a 
disem bodied gaze. Consequently, a rt m useum s today no  lo n g er fu n c tio n  as 
places in w hich the irretrievability  o f th e  h isto rica l is p re se n te d , b u t as 
archives for storing various visual strategies that can be b ro u g h t o u t o f storage 
and reused by the spectator at any time.

T h e  p h o to g ra p h e r  is ac tin g  o n  so c ie ty ’s b e h a lf  as an  ex e m p la ry  
consum er. T he visual choices are prim arily m odels for fu rth e r consum ption . 
W hat the photo-artist offers to our gaze are  n o t so m uch  defin ite  im ages as 
the strategies that defined their selection. T h e  p h o to g rap h e r does n o t offer 
the works o f art to our gaze. Instead, the p h o to g rap h e r brings us to see o th e r 
things with his o r  h e r eyes. This change o f  a ttitu d e  is revealed  particularily  
clearly in the a lternate  status o f the artist as regards the tim e econom y o f 
the gaze. T he massive investm ent in work, tim e, and  energy n e e d e d  fo r the

96



The Artist as an Exemplary Art Consumer

creation  o f a trad itional w ork o f  art was irritatingly ou t o f p roportion  to the 
term s u n d e r which this art was consum ed. After the pain ter has worked hard  
an d  long  at his pain ting , the viewer could consum e it effortlessly at a glance. 
H en ce  the superio rity  o f the  consum er, the viewer and  the collector over 
th e  a rtis t-p a in te r as a su p p lie r o f p ictorial im ages p ro d u ced  laboriously 
th ro u g h  his physical effort. O n  the contrary, pho tography does place the 
artist on  an  equal footing , as I already said, n o t with the worker, b u t with 
the consum er and  with the collector, as the artist too is now able to produce 
im ages in an instan t with a sim ple click o f the camera. If m ore time is needed  
to take a p h o to g rap h , th en  this is the result o f deliberate strategic p lann ing
-  n o t inescapable an d  obligatory as it was in the past. T hus the p ro d u cer of 
a p h o to g ra p h  becom es equa l to the sp ec ta to r with re sp ec t to the  tim e 
econom y o f the gaze. Losing his physical individuality, the photo-artist gains 
the  privilege o f  the aristocratic gaze.

T h e  aristocracy traditionally personified the figure of the final consum er 
w ho h im se lf  n o  lo n g e r  p ro d u ces  anyth ing . O nly in  the  co n tex t o f  the 
aristocratic way o f life could  a rt therefore achieve true perfection. O ne can 
even m ain ta in  th a t n o th in g  could  becom e a rt unless it can be used by the 
aristocracy since it was a definitive, no  longer functional usage. Aristocratic 
taste ac ted  as a m odel for the  whole o f society. By assum ing the position of 
the  p u re  observer, o f  the absolute consum er, the artist com pensates for the 
deep est traum a o f the m o d ern  era, nam ely the loss of the aristocracy. Today 
we m igh t visit a g reat exh ib ition  or installation as people used to visit palaces 
o f the aristocracy. T h e  visitor is given access to art, b u t he is n o t its actual 
consum er. R ather he  takes as his m odel a certain  m ode o f consum ption as 
dem onstrated  by the artist in his exhibition, just as formerly the aristocratic way 
o f life acted as a m odel. T he present-day art consum er no longer consumes the 
artist’s work, b u t ra ther he invests his own work into consum ing like an artist.

In o th e r  words, the artist has changed  sides. He no  longer wants to be 
a w orker p ro d u c in g  objects th a t are th en  exposed to the gaze o f others. 
In stead  he  has becom e the exem plary observer, consum er and  user who 
observes, evaluates, and  takes in things that are p roduced  by others. H e is a 
person  who finds aesthetic stim ulus and  in terest in already known objects 
th a t o th e r peop le  may perhaps find dull and  uninteresting. This m eans that 
th e  a r tis t  can  m ake an y th in g  aesthe tically  co n su m ab le , m ake it to be 
c o n s id e red  g rea t, fasc in a tin g  o r cool, to becam e an  object o f aesthetic  
enjoym ent. A rt becom es an  op en  horizon, the last fro n tie r o f the m odern  
economy. C ontem porary photography shows that everything can be an object 
o f  desire. Carl Schm itt already noted: »The passage from  the m etaphysical 
an d  m oral to the  econom ic goes by way o f the aesthetic, and  the passage of
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aesthetic consum ption and enjoym ent, however sublim e, is the m ost reliable 
and  m ost conven ien t way to econom ize in te llectual life.«3 In  the  fo rm  o f 
photography, the artistic avant-garde becom es the econom ic avant-garde -  
the new aristocracy o f the m odern  econom y which pushes back ever fu r th e r 
the frontiers of the desirable and  consum able.

To be sure, if the p h o to g rap h er’s a ttitude is aristocratic, his techn iques
-  as befits o u r times -  are ra th e r m o re  b u reau cra tic  or, m ore accurately, 
adm inistrative in nature . T he p h o to g rap h e r chooses, includes, m odifies, 
edits, shifts, com bines, reproduces, arranges, places in  series, exhib its, o r 
puts aside. H e m anipulates pictures ju s t  like m anagers o f the  large m o d ern  
com panies m anipulate  all possible data. A nd h e  does th a t with th e  sam e 
objective: so that po ten tial custom ers can gain a ce rta in  vision, a ce rta in  
perspective.

Thus o n e  can say that the photo-artist stands in the sam e re la tio n sh ip  
to the m o d ern  com pany em ployee and  his da ta  processing  activities as the 
p a in te r a rtis t in ea rlie r tim es d id  to th e  factory  w o rk er an d  his m an u a l 
labour. Ju s t as the  pa in te r o f those tim es d em o n stra ted  the possibility o f  
recording the traces of individual physical labour in his work, so the  present- 
day p h o to g rap h er lets the aristocratic gaze em erge in  the  m o n o to n y  o f  data  
processing. T he p h o to g rap h e r is ac ting  like a b u reau c ra tic  in s titu tio n , a 
governm ent authority, o r a big bank, b u t also as an  u n iq u e  individual. T hus 
he  establishes the subjective case w here it h ad  seem ingly d isappeared . A nd 
this is by no  m eans purely ideological self-delusion o r the  aesthe tization  o f 
alienated  work. T he dream  o f invisibility, o f  b e in g  able to see every th ing  
w ithout onese lf being  seen, is one o f the  o ldest d ream s o f  m ank ind . It is 
certainly pleasant to see, bu t it is often  extrem ely u np leasan t to be  seen. O u r 
re la tio n sh ip  to the  visual is d e te rm in e d  as m u ch  by sc o p o p h ilia  as by 
scopophobia. P hotography, like m o d e rn  bureaucracy , gives us a ce rta in  
promise, that of affording protection from  the s tranger’s gaze, but, o f  course, 
only if we take u p  a position b eh in d  the  cam era, n o t in  fro n t o f  it.

T he m useum  itself is n o t simply a n eu tra l an d  tran sp a ren t m ed ium  for 
the rep resen ta tion  o f  art, bu t has its own opacity. Especially as m ed ia  a r t 
takes up  residence in the m useum , the  m useum  as a m ed ium  is p u t in to  
question in a num ber o f respects, and  looses its ap p a ren t transparency. First 
and forem ost, the borders between the individual artw ork an d  the exhibition  
space thereby  becom e problem atic an d  will have to  be  ren eg o tia ted .

I would like to conclude this p resen ta tion  by draw ing your a tten tio n  to 
ju s t th ree ways in which the m useum  is being  called  in to  q uestion  by the

3 Carl Schmitt, Der Begriff des Politischen, Berlin, Duncker und Homblot 1963, p. 83.
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presen ce  o f m ed ia  a rt in it. First o f  all: m ore possibilities to m anipulate the 
gaze to see the  world; to see the  ordinary  in the contex t o f m edia art.

1. The museum’s lighting
Traditionally , the  ligh t in a m useum  comes from outside an individual 

artw ork -  an d  thereby  m akes possible the contem plation  o f this artwork. In 
the  m useum  a perfec t day always prevails, even if the day in question is an 
artificial one. M edia a r t -  in the form  o f video or cinem atic installations -  
has on the  o th e r h an d , b ro u g h t n igh t and  twilight into the m useum . T h at is 
p robably  the m ost im p o rtan t effect o f the m usealization o f the m edia. The 
h o m o g en eo u s, viewer-friendly lighting o f the m odern  m useum  has been  
obscured . T h e  lig h t’s p u rpose  is no  longer to create the optim um  viewing 
conditions; the exhibition  space o f the m useum  becomes, so to say, baroque. 
T h e  m useum  as a m useum  o f m edia art is no  longer the locus o f absolute 
visibility it once was. In this m useum  it is night, darkness and  invisibility that 
are  b e in g  exh ib ited .

T his raises m any issues: for exam ple, w hat is the status o f the en tire  
techn ical appara tus w hich m akes m edia a rt possible? T h e  question is, does 
this ap p ara tu s  b e lo n g  to the  work, o r to the  technical eq u ip m en t o f the 
e x h ib itio n  space? T h is  q u es tio n  seem s to  rem ain  unansw erab le  in  any 
general terms. (The canvas, for instance, is covered up by the painted  image. 
In  the  case o f m ed ia  art, the  im age bearer is n o t covered up , bu t m erely p u t 
in to  darkness, i.e. covered u p  and  n o t covered up  at the same time.)

A nd above all, it is no  lo n g er the m useum  lighting th a t illum inates the 
artworks, it is now the im ages themselves (video and  com puter images) that 
b rin g  the  lig h t in to  the  m useum  space. Accordingly, one  asks w hether this 
ligh t belongs to the  artw ork o r not. In fo rm er days, m useum  lighting  was 
the symbolic p ro p erty  o f the  viewer; it was in this light th a t h e  or she viewed 
the  artw ork. Now, the  lig h t is becom ing  a p a rt o f th e  work, an d  is thus 
b ecom ing  o n e  o f  the elem ents con tro lled  by the artist. W hat is occurring  is 
a shift in lighting m odalities, a shift in visibility and in the control o f  visibility, 
a  shift th a t is actually still b e in g  insufficiently reflected upon.

(And one  m ore thing: the tristesse and  at the same tim e the intim acy o f 
the d a rk en ed  m useum  space. T he m useum  becomes dark, dangerous and  
in tim ate  instead  o f  b e in g  ligh t (en ligh tened) and  public).

2. Time
C ontro l over the tim e o f contem plation  is likewise being passed from  

die visitor to the artist. In the classical m useum  the visitor, the viewer, exercises 
com plete  con tro l over the  tim e o f contem plation. H e o r she can in te rru p t
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the contem plation  at any time, and  re tu rn , and  go away again. T h e  p ic tu re  
stays w here it is, rem ains unm oved and  m akes no  a ttem p t to flee the  viewer’s 
gaze. T h e  traditional p icture rem ains self-identical over tim e. W ith m oving 
pictures this is no  longer the case. U n d e r no rm al circum stances a  fdm  o r a 
video im pose their own time o f con tem pla tion  u p o n  the  viewer. W hen  we 
tu rn  away from  the video, we miss som eth ing . It is like w hat h ap p en s to us 
in life, w hich can be defined  as the p lace in  w hich o n e  misses the  m ost 
im p o rtan t things. Now the m useum  too  -  ea rlier, the  p lace o f co m p le te  
v isib ility  -  b eco m es a p lace  w h e re  we c a n n o t  c o m p e n s a te  a m issed  
opportun ity  to contem plate, to see; w here we c a n n o t re tu rn  a t any tim e to 
see the sam e we saw before.

Again, a struggle for power arises betw een the  artist a n d  the  spec ta to r, 
a struggle fo r control over the tim e o f  con tem plation .

3. Value
Actually, this th ird  aspect has already b een  discussed h ere  a t leng th . 

T he question  is, when does the artistic value o f  the w ork com e in to  being? 
W hen it is being m ade or after it has been  exh ib ited  fo r the  first time? This 
is perhaps the m ost difficult o f all o f these questions -  b u t the  m ost crucial 
as well an d  yet, as one is forced to adm it, alm ost an  unansw erable question.

Well, now I com e to a b rie f conc lud ing  rem ark. In  o u r tim e the  artist 
has d isappeared  as a un ique individual c rea to r b u t a t the  sam e h e  has re- 
em erged  as the subject o f the aristocratic gaze, as the  exem plary  consum er. 
And the artist, as a m edia-ardst, has also gained  m uch  g rea te r co n tro l over 
the gaze o f the spectator. Accordingly, the art system o f today has by no  m eans 
collapsed. Rather, it has becom e s tro n g er an d  b e tte r  organized , so th a t it 
can function  as the place w here such an aristocratic gaze can m anifest itself.

A nd tu rn ing  back to the re la tionsh ip  betw een a r t an d  philosophy, I 
would argue that today’s ph ilo sopher functions in a com parab le  m a n n e r as 
an  exem plary consum er o f the language -  after he  h ad  given u p  all a ttem pts 
to create new an d  original languages. W ittgenstein  has already so u g h t to 
elim inate the  philosophical d o u b t by the  specific use o f  o rd in ary  language. 
And recently, the discourse of deconstruction  tau g h t us th a t we are even n o t 
subjects o f o u r own doubt; rather, this d o u b t orig inated  in the language itself
-  a n d  we a re  n ev e r ab le  to  r e tu r n  to  th is  o r ig in . So if  a r t  b e c a m e  
philosophical, philosophy is now becom ing  now  increasingly artistic. T h e  
trad itio n a l co m p e titio n  betw een  a r t  a n d  p h ilo so p h y  co m p els  th em  to 
exchange their places time and  again.
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